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SF D.A. hasn’t ruled on a fatal police 
shooting in 22 months 


By Vivian Ho | December 23, 2016 | Updated: December 23, 2016 7:03pm 
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^^in Francisco District Attorney George Gascon has not made a charging decision in a fatal police 
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Gwen Woods (third from right), mother of Mario Woods, stands with other mothers whose children have been killed by 
police. 


shooting in almost two years, leaving the officers and the families of those who were killed in 
limbo despite intense pressure to resolve a backlog of contentious cases. 

The last time the district attorney’s office closed a fatal case was in February 2015, when it cleared 
the officers who shot and killed Alejandro “Alex” Nieto, a 28-year-old City College student who 
died in a Bernal Heights park in March 2014 after officers said he pointed a stun gun that they 
mistook for a pistol. 

Since then, San Francisco officers have killed 11 more people, but the cases have dragged on. The 
city’s civil grand jury issued a report in June finding that the average district attorney’s investigation 
into a fatal police shooting took 20 months — a time frame the volunteer panel called 
“unacceptable.” 

Officials with the district attorney’s office — which hasn’t pressed homicide charges against a police 
officer for at least the past few decades — said Gascdn has been taking steps to clear the backlog ^ 
and reduce the time it takes to reach a charging decision. 

But representatives for the officers and members of the Police Commission said the backlog is unfair 
to officers, who are not only awaiting charging decisions but the outcome of internal disciplinary 
probes — probes that can’t be completed until the criminal investigations wrap up. 


Meanwhile, community activists protest outside Gascdn’s office on a weekly basis, saying the delay 
prolongs the pain of the families of those killed. 


“These kind of a cases, it’s like taking a scab off of an old wound that goes back decades,” said the 


Rev. Richard Smith, rector of St. John the Evangelist Church and a member of a group pushing for 


punishment for two plainclothes officers who killed 21-year-old Amilcar Perez-Lopez in the 
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again, and the longer we wait, it’s like tearing the bandage off ever so slowly instead of all at once.” 


^^ie district attorney’s office isn’t happy with the long wait either, said Max Szabo, a spokesman for 
Gascon. 



Photo: Santiago Mejia, Special To The Chronicle 


A man mourns the death of Mario Wood outside San Francisco City Hall. Wednesday, Dec. 9, 2015, in San Francisco, Calif. 
The S.F. Police Commission met inside City Hall and talked about the possibility of equipping police officers with Tasers 
following the fatal shooting of Mario Woods. It's a proposal that was turned down twice by the commission in recent years. 
Woods' case has brought the proposal back. Woods was shot and killed by police officers after police say Woods was 
armed with a knife and walked toward officers. 


But since taking office in 2011, Gascon has made it a priority to provide more information to the 
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Until recently, Szabo said, the office did not have the resources necessary to handle these 
complicated cases — which are held to a unique legal standard — in the thorough manner that 
Gascdn felt the public deserved. 


Prosecutors with expertise in other fields were forced to shoulder the burden on top of their existing 
caseloads. Another complicating factor was that Police Department homicide inspectors took the 
lead in each shooting case, with the district attorney’s investigators somewhat at their mercy in 
processing evidence and talking to witnesses. 

That approach is changing. In September, Mayor Ed Lee approved funding to create a new unit in 
the district attorney’s office that will take the lead in investigating officer-involved shootings. Szabo 
said the shift will drastically speed up investigations — especially once the backlog is cleared. 


“These are incredibly important investigations,” Szabo said. “It’s important that we get them done 
correctly, not just expediently.” 


The district attorney also must make charging decisions in nonfatal police shootings as well as 
deaths in jail or other in-custody situations. In 2016, Gascon declined to file charges in two 
nonfatal shootings, one from 2013 and the other from 2014, as well as in the 2012 death of a man 
police were trying to arrest. 


According to a Chronicle analysis, prosecutors have filed no criminal charges of any kind against 
officers involved in 95 shootings — 40 of them fatal — in San Francisco since 2000. 


Police officials said this record shows that 
officers only shoot subjects when they pose an 

imminent threat. Critics, though, see a lack of accountability that could lead officers to resort to 
lethal force too carelessly. 

Gascon has given no indication of whether he might file charges in the current batch of cases. He 
has, in the past, said the legal bar for what justifies an officer’s use of lethal force is set too low. 
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“Nothing is going to change unless people like 
him step up to the plate and make these 
^arges,” Smith said. “Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu used to say in South Africa, before you can 
have reconciliation, you have to have truth. 


MORE BY VIVIAN HO 



SFPD union asks court to 
halt policy that bars 
shooting at cars 


“We don’t have the truth,” he said, “and we need 
to have our day in court, where the truth has a 
chance of surfacing in the light of day. That’s all 
we're asking. Just give us our day in court.” 

Vivian Ho is a San Francisco Chronicle staff 
writer. Email: vlio@sfchronicle.com Twitter: 
@VtvianHo 

Cases in waiting 



S.F. Police Commission 
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Woman says miscarriage due to excessive use of 
force by BART 


SF police union: Mayor 
'turned his back' on 
officers with 



^kin Francisco prosecutors must still make 

^ffiarging decisions in the fatal shootings of the following 11 people: 

Nicholas McWherter, 26, an armed man suffering from an apparent mental crisis who shot and 
seriously wounded Officer Kevin Downs in the Sunset District on Oct. 14. 


Jessica Williams, 29, an unarmed homeless woman who was shot in an allegedly stolen car by Sgt. 
Justin Erb in the Bayview neighborhood on May 19. Her death raised questions about the 
department’s policy allowing officers to fire at moving vehicles and prompted the resignation of 
then-Chief Greg Suhr. 


Luis Gongora, 45, a homeless man allegedly armed with a knife who was shot by Sgt. Nate Steger 
and Officer Michael Mel lone near a tent encampment where he lived in the Mission District on 


April 7. Amid a push for officers to use more de-escalation tactics, video of the shooting showed 

that it in ^n{alS'osa firinir hpanhiKK at flrmnrkra h#»frvr#» ehnntiniT him wh#»n 
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Seto, Antonio Santos, Charles August, Nicholas Cuevas and Scott Phillips in the Bayview on Dec. 
2, 2015. Officers first fired beanbags at Woods, who refused to obey commands. Video showed he 
was shuffling slowly along a wall and not appearing to directly threaten officers when he was shot4 

Javier Lopez Garcia, 25, an apparently suicidal man killed on Nov. 11,2015, after he ascended to 
the sixth floor of a construction site near St. Luke’s Hospital in the Mission District and fired a gun. 
He allegedly said, “Today will be the day that I die” at the scene. 


Herbert Benitez, 27, who had been behaving erratically and allegedly tried to take a police 
sergeant’s gun out of his holster, prompting another sergeant to shoot him in the Civic Center area 
on Oct. 15, 2015. 


Alice Brown, 24, a woman who struggled with drug addiction. She was shot by Sgt. Thomas 
Maguire and Officer Michael Tursi after she allegedly sped away from a gas station at Van Ness 
Avenue and Pine Street, crashing into vehicles and a building and driving down a one-way street in 
the wrong direction. 


Amilcar Perez-Lopez, 21, a Guatemalan immigrant allegedly armed with a knife who was shot by 
Officers Craig Tiffe and Eric Reboli near his home in the Mission District on Feb. 26, 2015. Police' 
said he lunged at them with the knife, but an attorney for his family said an independent autopsy 
showed he had been shot in the back and was possibly running in fear from the plainclothes 
officers, who did not properly identify themselves. 


Matthew Hoffman, 32, who allegedly pulled a replica gun from his waistband, prompting two 
sergeants to shoot him outside Mission Station on Jan. 4, 2015. Investigators searching his phone 
reported finding notes about plans to force officers to kill him in a “suicide by cop” situation. 


O’Shaine Evans, 26, who was shot by Officer David Goff on Oct. 7, 2014. Police said he was the 
driver for two passengers who had stolen a laptop out of another car near AT&T Park and had a gun 
in his lap when Goff approached him. Goff said Evans pointed the gun at him, forcing him to shoot, 
but Evans’ family has disputed the account. 
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SF’s police-involved shootings: 
practices and patterns 


By Joaquin Palomino | May 22, 2016 | Updated: May 21, 2016 7:57pm 


NUMBER OF SFPD SHOOTINGS 2000-2015 
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Using police data, medical examiner records and district attorney reports. The Chronicle 
reviewed 15 years of officer-involved shootings in San Francisco. Such incidents have prompted 
calls for reforms of the city’s Police Department and were central in the resignation Thursday of 
Police Chief Greg Suhr. 


Between 2000 and 2015, there have been 95 reported shootings involving San Francisco police 
officers, including 40 fatal ones, according to police data (officer suicides and accidental discharges 
were excluded). 


While the number of police shootings in recent years has remained relatively flat, fatal shootings 
have spiked. Last year San Francisco police shot and killed six people, the highest count in more 
than 15 years, sparking outcry from some concerned about an escalating use of lethal force. 

Suhr acknowledged the increase in an interview with The Chronicle before his resignation, saying: 
“We’re trying to figure out what we can do in terms of de-escalation (training), time and distance, 
anything to not have more officer-involved shootings.” 


The vast majority of San Francisco police officers go their entire careers without firing a weapon at. 
someone. Since 2000, roughly 160 officers have been named in a shooting, out of a sworn force 
that has hovered around 2,200. The figure does not include incidents currently under investigation. 


Only six individuals were involved in more than one shooting. During his 35 years in law 
enforcement, Suhr said, he never fired his gun in the line of duty. 


FATAL SHOOTINGS 

From 2011 to 2015, SFPO reported 16 fatal shootings, a higher count 
than any other local law enforcement agency in Alameda, Santa Clara 
or San Mateo counties, according to coroners' records 
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The demographics 
cities. While the s| 



)ting victims in San Francisco differed from those in most other 

COUNTY 

deaths of Alex Nieto, Amilcar Perez-Lopez, Mario Woods and Luis 
—^Who wWrfttl blaMTbr Laftfttf— hdWT)een tftt?*focus of recent scrutiny, many people 
fatally shot by San Francisco police over the past five years have been white, according to medical 
examiner records. 


By contrast, nine of the 10 people shot and killed by Oakland Police Department officers over that 
time period were African American. Of the 15 people fatally shot by San Jose police, almost half 
were Latino. 


Of the eight people fatally shot by San Francisco police since the beginning of 2015, four were 
Latino, two African American and two white. 


More than 60 percent of all fatal shootings by San Francisco police since 2010 involved people 
with menial health problems or who were acting erratically at the time of the incident, according to 
past reporting by The Chronicle. The department responds to an average of 400 calls per month 
involving such people, according to Suhr. “That’s a lot of people in a lot of crisis,” he said. 

ftice 2000, most of those shot by officers in San Francisco were reportedly armed, according to 
police records. Firearms were the most common weapon police faced, followed by moving vehicles 
and knives. In 11 incidents — two of them fatal — those shot were not known to be armed. 


PER-CAPITA SHOOTINGS IN LARGE U.S. CITIES 


SFPD also hod fewer fatal officer-involved shootings compared 
with soma of bar large police agencies, according to coroners' 
records and a recent Los Angeles Police Department report. 
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While officers can use lethal force when they feel that their lives, or the lives of someone else, is in 
imminent danger, the presence of a weapon doesn’t necessarily justify a shooting. 



“It really depends on what is done with the 
weapon,” said John Crew, former ACLU lawyer 
and police watchdog. “The possession of 
something that could be used as a weapon is an 
inherently dangerous situation, but that alone 
isn’t a threat of imminent danger of death or 
serious injury.” 

While no officer-involved shootings have 
resulted in criminal charges in San Francisco 
since 2000, police have determined four of those 
shootings to be in violation of department policy 
(excluding suicides and accidental discharges). 

At least two of those involved officers firing a 
gun at a moving vehicle, a practice discouraged 
by federal guidelines and restricted by some 
police departments. 
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S.F. may keep officers 
from investigating each 
other in shootings 



Mayor had to replace 
Suhr, analysts say 



Stopping cops from firing 
on cars a priority before 
woman’s 



The Los Angeles Police Department, Miami Police Department and Denver Police Department are 
among those that prohibit shooting at a moving car unless the driver is armed with another weapon 
as well. The San Francisco Police Department is considering similar guidelines. 


The practice is under renewed scrutiny after a police officer shot and killed an African American 
woman in the Bayview district Thursday after she crashed her vehicle and was trying to dislodge it 
from beneath a truck. Police said there was no immediate indication the woman was armed or was 
driving toward officers when she was shot. 
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in Sraj* cisco has also seen an increase in less severe uses of force, actions rani 
the wrist to placing one in a choke hold or firing a gun. 

( 9, San Francisco police reported 874 use-of-force incidents, according to records from the 
ment’s Early Intervention System, which tracks potential at-risk behavior among officers. The 
number steadily increased through last year, when it hit 1,051, a 20 percent increase over 2009. 


Some districts in the city saw particularly big increases. In the Tenderloin, use-of-force incidents 
nearly doubled, from 80 in 2009 to 156 last year. In the Mission Police District, the number of 
incidents increased by 50 percent, from 96 to 145. 


“If any department had data showing a significant uptick in uses of force — department-wide, 
station-wide, or among officers using force more frequently than their peers — they should want to 
know why,” Crew said. 


% 


. Stacy Youngblood, who oversees the department’s tracking system, said a rise in use of force 
isn’t necessarily a red flag; it could be a reflection of deployment patterns or other factors. 


Chronicle staff writer Vivian Ho contributed to this report. 


Joaquin Palomino is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email: jpalomino@sfchronicle.com 
Twitter: JoaquinPalomino 
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SF may keep officers from 
investigating each other in shootings 

By Vivian Ho | May 21, 2016 | Updated: May 21, 2016 7:22pm 



Photo: Carlos Avila Gonzalez, The Chronicle 
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^when a San Francisco police officer shoots someone, the investigation is headed up by the officer s 
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Police investigators gather on Valencia Street after an officer-involved shooting in San Francisco in January 2015. 



colleagues — a widespread law enforcement practice that has stoked mistrust both here and 
around the country. 

It’s a practice that, from 2000 through 2015, led to no criminal charges against city officers in 95 
shootings, including 40 that were fatal, according to a Chronicle analysis. 

But as controversy grows over recent shootings — including the killing of 29-year-old Jessica 
Williams on Thursday at the edge of the Bayview neighborhood, which prompted Police Chief Greg 
Suhr to step down — San Francisco may be on the brink of a historic shift. 

A U.S. Justice Department team dispatched to San Francisco after a fatal shooting in December is 
questioning whether the city force has too free a hand to police itself. District Attorney George 
Gascdn, meanwhile, is seeking funding to create a special unit in his office that would take the lead 
in investigating officer-involved shootings, from start to finish. ^ 
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shooting at the San Francisco Police Mission Station on,Valencia Street in San Francisco, Calif., on Sunday, January 4, 

^terming out investigations into all fatal police shootings to another agency, perhaps the state 

attorney general’s office. 


It’s not clear yet what his departure, and the naming of department veteran Toney Chaplin as acting 
chief, might mean to the potential shift. The mayor said he and the Police Commission would begin 
a national search for a permanent replacement. 



Photo: Carlos Avila Gonzalez, The Chronicle 


China Pharr cries as she listens to community members speak during a vigil 
by San Francisco Police in December 2015. 


at the site where Mario Woods was shot and 
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Taking over the cases from the Police Department would be complicated, politically divisive and 
possibly expensive. Rank-and-file officers, backed by an outspoken union, may fight it. 



Critics fault Gascon 


As for Gascon’s proposal, critics say his office has been part of the problem, taking far too long to 
make charging decisions and uniformly clearing officers of wrongdoing. 


Giving the cases to an outside agency could carry some investigative drawbacks, law enforcement 
experts said, because local officers have valuable expertise and contacts on their own turf. 
Meanwhile, such a shift still may not satisfy critics who mistrust law enforcement officers of any 
stripe in such situations. 


But it could satisfy a key demand of people 
advocating serious police reforms in the wake of 
high-profile police killings over the past two 
years in places like New York, Missouri, 
Cleveland and San Francisco. 

Campaign Zero, an effort that emerged from the 
Black Lives Matter movement, has called for 
independent investigations of all cases in which 
police kill or injure people, with evidence turned 
over to a state-level special prosecutor for a 
charging decision. 

This model assumes that a city or county 
prosecutor’s office is also inherently 
compromised and unfit to judge a shooting 
because of its close relationship with local police. 
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S.F.’s police-involved 
shootings: practices and 
patterns 




Mayor had to replace 
Suhr, analysts say 



Stopping cops from firing 
on cars a priority before 
woman’s 


In order to “restore and maintain trust,” President Obama’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing 
recently recommended “external and independent” criminal investigations of police killings, to be 
led by neighboring agencies or multiagency task forces. 
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External investigations 

^^iere is movement on this issue elsewhere. In January, police officials in St. Paul, Minn., 
announced that investigations of officer-involved shootings involving serious injury or death would 
be led by either the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension or the Hennepin County Sheriff’s 
Office. 


In Sonoma County, the two biggest law enforcement agencies, the Sheriff’s Department and the 
Santa Rosa Police Department, investigate fatal incidents for each other and for the county’s 
smaller police agencies. 

“We look at it as having another agency do it so everything is transparent,” said Santa Rosa police 
Sgt. Chad Heiser. “We’re not trying to cover anything up internally.” 


Despite the calls for change, many police departments still investigate their own shootings. In San 
Francisco, homicide inspectors lead the criminal probe while the district attorney’s office conducts 
a parallel, independent investigation before making a charging decision. 

Cities say this system is ripe for bias and abuse. And, because of state laws protecting officers’ 
privacy, it is shrouded in secrecy that they say widens the divide between the police force and the 
community it serves. The public typically cannot learn whether an officer who shoots someone was 
disciplined, suspended or fired. 


“There is a lack of transparency,” said Peter Bibring, director of police practices for the ACLU of 
California. “When there’s a controversial shooting and police tell communities, ‘We can’t share the 
investigation, but based on what’s in our secret file, the shooting was justified,’ that does not make 
people believe that the system is working to hold officers accountable.” 

Attorney Arnoldo Casillas, who is representing the family of Amilcar Perez-Lopez, a Guatemalan 
immigrant fatally shot by San Francisco police in the Mission District in February 2015, said he 
found it necessary to hire private investigators to dig deep in such cases because he does not trust 
the police probes. 

^ihr said in the days after that shooting that Perez-Lopez, 21, was trying to steal a bicycle from a 
man, and that officers shot him when he raised a knife and lunged at them. 
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But Casillas said the alleged theft victim may have been negotiating the sale of the bike with 
Perez-Lopez and that an independent autopsy found Perez-Lopez had been shot six times in the 
back, which he said countered the former chief’s assertion. 


“Whether it’s agencies investigating shootings involving their own officers, or agencies investigating 
shootings involving officers from other agencies, they are generally skewed in favor of the shooter, 
whether it’s by falsely attributing statements to witnesses ..., asking leading questions that suggest 
an answer, or not accounting for evidence,” Casillas said. 


Comments create tension 


The Police Department’s public comments in the immediate aftermath of shootings have been a 
particular source of tension. 

Soon after five officers fatally shot 26-year-old stabbing suspect Mario Woods in December in the 
Bayview, an encounter caught on video, Suhr said at a community meeting that he believed officers 
did their best in a difficult situation. Critics objected, pointing out that the police investigation of 
the officers’ actions had barely begun. ^ 

John Crew, who for years studied police practices for the ACLU of Northern California, pointed to 
the chief’s presentation of a blown-up freeze frame of Woods, suggesting he had a knife and raised 
or extended his right arm before he was shot. Others who looked at frames of the video, though, 
concluded Woods had his arms at his side when the first shot was heard. 


“They went to the trouble to blow up a freeze frame that was central to their explanation, and they 
were presenting a fact that was provably false, early on,” Crew said. 

Suhr, in an interview last week before his departure, said that because the department was once 
blasted for saying little after shootings, he tried to give the community the most accurate 
information possible, even if it was preliminary. 


Many in law enforcement say the idea that trained police can’t investigate one of their own is 
simply untrue. 



“From an investigative standpoint, a police shooting investigation is just like any other homicide 
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investigation,” said David Rivers, a retired sergeant of the Miami-Dade Police Department who 
teaches courses on the subject. “Our job isn’t to cover up, and our job isn’t to persecute somebody. 
^^ir job is to find facts.” 

Only one with expertise 

San Francisco police Sgt. John Crudo of the internal affairs division, which handles officer 
discipline, noted that the department is by far the largest law enforcement agency in the city — and 
the only one with the expertise to handle complicated police shooting investigations. 


“If somebody else did it in this county,” he said, “you’re losing a lot of expertise and you’re losing 
a lot of resources.” 

Crudo said that because of the importance of public perception, the district attorney’s office played 
a crucial role in shooting investigations, offering a layer of independence and oversight. 

But Gascon’s office has also been criticized for how long it takes to finish investigations of fatal 
Jiolice shootings. At a Police Commission meeting in January, Crudo said other district attorney’s 
Amices in the Bay Area averaged around 18 months for the cases, while San Francisco prosecutors 
averaged roughly 24 months. Gascon blamed a shortage of resources. 

Gascon said more resources would allow his office to take over the cases completely. He is asking 
Mayor Lee to fund a new unit with six investigators, six attorneys and two paralegals — costing 
$1.9 million a year. When those in the unit aren’t looking into police shootings, Gascon said, they 
will focus on other potential misconduct cases, such as in-custody deaths and brutality complaints. 

The current system, with the police force taking the lead, isn’t working, Gascon said. He said it’s 
been difficult for his investigators to make informed, independent decisions. 

“Having the district attorney’s office be the secondary at the scene ... compromises the integrity of 
the investigation, even if it’s unintentional,” Gascon said, noting that his staffers must rely on police 
to provide them information and even to notify them of the case itself. 

m not trying to cast any accusations that there have been any intentional acts to alter things,” 
Gascdn said. “This is simply the nature of the process. It creates a gap that cannot be recovered.” 
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Agency alert system 


Crudo said the Police Department has emphasized to all officers the need to immediately alert 
several other agencies about a shooting, including the district attorney’s office, but Gascon said 
investigators sometimes are not notified for an hour after a shooting. 


In once instance, Gascon said, police seeking to notify the district attorney’s office of a shooting left 
a voice mail on an investigator’s daytime phone number, but not on the after-hours number on file. 
The investigator learned of the shooting only when his wife saw a story about it on the evening 
news, Gascon said. By the time the investigator arrived, he said, the medical examiner’s office had 
moved the body. 


Currently, San Francisco follows a specific procedure in the aftermath of a police shooting. Officers 
involved go through what is known as a “blue card” with a supervisor, answering a series of 
questions to establish what happened and if there are any suspects at large. The officers, Crudo 
said, are then isolated — though they have access to an attorney — until homicide investigators are 
ready to question them, usually within a few hours. 


With homicide inspectors taking the lead, internal affairs inspectors and district attorney’s office 
investigators process the scene with them, taking part in witness interviews and pointing out any 
evidence that needs to be gathered. 


“It’s really hard to re-create every aspect of an incident if you’re not there early on to see it,” 
Gascon said. “The role of the district attorney is to inject a third-party review, and in our case we’re 
trying to do our own investigations. But we trail the Police Department. We’re not the lead agency 
in the field. We’re not even the lead when we’re present at the interview.” 


Obstacles to new unit 


But Gascon’s effort faces serious obstacles, including questions about whether the unit would be 
qualified to investigate homicides. And many rank-and-file officers believe he’s driven primarily by 
politics. 


“George Gascon is so power-hungry that he’s not content to do his own job poorly, he wants to do( 
the police chief’s job poorly as well,” said Nathan Ballard, an adviser to the police officers’ union. 
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“It’s pretty obvious by now that Gascdn is temperamentally incapable of staying in his own lane.” 

^^isillas, the attorney, also questioned whether Gascdn’s proposal is a solution, saying police and 
prosecutors in the same city — who collaborate every day — don't have real independence from 
each other. 

One alternative that has been widely discussed, bringing in the state attorney general’s office to 
investigate police shootings, is not currently feasible. 

Kristin Ford, an office spokeswoman, said that while the office sometimes reviews such cases, it 
does not have the resources to do on-the-ground investigations of shootings around the state on a 
large scale. The office has about 250 agents, she said, and most focus on specialties like medical 
fraud and gambling control. 

If Gascon’s plan goes through, or some other new investigative process is adopted, it is not clear 
whether the filing of criminal charges against officers will become more likely. 

The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that officers should be judged based on the “reasonableness” of 
^^>articular use of force. That standard depends on the officers’ perspective in the moment — 
without benefit of hindsight and regardless of the actual intent of the person who is killed. 

Gascdn acknowledged that approval of his proposal would not necessarily mean prosecutions of 
police officers. Casillas said that was disappointing. 

“So many of these shootings involve just negligence, officers doing things that they shouldn’t, 
making conscious decisions to draw their firearms prematurely,” Casillas said. “If prosecutors really 
applied pressure and started looking at these objectively, officers would think twice about following 
the law.” 

Vivian Ho is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email: vho@sfchronicle.com Twitter: 

Vivian Ho 



Vivian Ho 
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i^miicar Perez Lopez is depicted in a photograph displayed at a memorial held at the Episcopal Church of St. John the Evangelist in San Francisco's Mission District on April 4. 2015 
IDhoryw Riio/EI Tecoiote) 


By Alex Emslie (https://ww2.kqed.Qrfl/nfiws/duthor/aeinslie). Alexis Terrazas (httBi/Zeltecfllotextra/mnitentZen/) and 
Nicole Reinert (https://wwZJtfled.Qrfl/news/author/nreinert) 

MAY 4, 2016 


85 

SHARE 


Editor’s Note: This report was produced in collaboration with Mission District neighborhood newspaper El Tecolote (http:lleltecolote.org 
/content/enf) . 

In the 14 months since two plainclothes police officers shot and killed a 20-year-old Guatemalan immigrant carpenter in San 
Francisco’s Mission District, the local landscape of police use of force has begun to shift. 


‘The neighbors started gathering our own evidence and started doing our own investigation / 

— Florencia Rojo, 
Former neighbor of Amilcar Perez Lopez 


The district attorney’s decision is expected any day on whether to file criminal charges against two police officers who shot 
Amilcar Perez Lopez six times from behind. That decision will land in a city that’s been the scene of a series of 
controversial police shootings of black and Latino men, and it will either launch a criminal prosecution or allow a federal civil 
lawsuit to proceed. 


* 


r er the past year, Perez Lopez’s name was rarely mentioned at the protests, press conferences and meetings that chronicled the 
Police Department’s controversies and led to halting reforms and growing public anger. The city was more focused on two other 
fatal police shootings — of Alejandro Nieto (http s://ww2.kqed.org/n ews /ta g/alejandro-nieto) on Bernal Heights in 2014, and the 


2015 slaying of Mario Woods fhttp:// ww2.k qed.org/news/tag/mario-woods) in the Bayview. 
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“For many months after he [Perez Lopez] was killed, it wasn’t really addressed,” said the Rev. Richard Smith, a Mission District 
priest and vicar of the Episcopal Church of St. John the Evangelist. “He’s an immigrant. He didn’t grow up here. He doesn’t have a 
history of being a classmate of other people in the neighborhood. In some ways, it can be harder to connect with his story, because 
he’s an outsider.” 



(http://i 1 .wp.c 0 m/ww 2 .kqed .ory/new3/wp-content/uploads/5ites/io/2Qi6/o q/MemoriaLo t ipg^ 


The Rev Richard Smith at a memorial for Amilcar Perez Lopez held at the Episcopal Church of St. John 
the Evangelist on April 4, 2015. (Dhoryan Rizo/EI Tecolote) 

It was the Mario Woods shooting, caught on cellphone video from multiple angles, that propelled the Police Department into a 
federal review (http://ww2.kqed.org/news/2016/02/01/department-of-justice-to-conduct-review-of-san-francisco-police- 

department) and a rewriting of the rules (http://sanfranciscopolice.org/sites/default/files/REVISED.pdf) governing all use of force, 
from control holds to firearms. 

A jury cleared fhttps://ww2.kqed.org/news/20i6/o3/io/jury-clears-s-f-police-officers-of-wrongdoing-in-nieto-shooting ] the officers 
involved in the Nieto shooting after a highly publicized federal civil rights trial. With few notable (http://www.theguardian.com 
/us-news/2Qi<;/jun/02/amilcar-perez-lopez-san-francisco-police-killing ] exceptions, the investigation of Perez Lopez’s death was a 
whisper amid the roar of those calling for police reform. 

But over the past year, a small network of advocates, attorneys, investigators and neighbors have worked behind the scenes to 
facilitate a complex investigation involving witnesses fearful of retaliation from police and immigration authorities. 

Shifting Stories 

“The neighbors started gathering our own evidence and started doing our own investigation,” said Florencia Rojo, a former 
neighbor of Perez Lopez, who discovered the homicide scene when she tried to return home on Feb. 26, 2015, the night he was 
killed. 


Her house, just one door south from where Perez Lopez lived, was blocked off by police, so she went around the comer and tried 
to climb into her neighbor’s backyard. 


That’s where she met one of the dead man’s roommates, whose 
account of the shooting differs significantly from the multiple 
versions offered by Police Chief Greg Suhr. 

At a town hall meeting four days after the shooting, Suhr said 
two officers responding to a 911 call about a man with a knife 
came upon Perez Lopez and another man he was allegedly 
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How a Witness to Fatal S.F. Police Shooting of Amilcar Perez Lopez... 
chasing on Folsom Street, between 24th and 25th streets. Perez 
Lopez charged the officers from 5 feet away with the knife 
“raised overhead,” Suhr said. Also at that meeting, Mission 
Station Capt. Daniel Perea said the other man, later identified as 
praham Perez, told him the officers had saved his life. 


After an independent autopsy showed fhttp://ww2.kqed.org 
/news/ 20 K/ 04 / 24 /attomeys-autopsy-contradicts-s-f-police- 

account-of-mission-district-shooting) Perez Lopez was shot six 
times from behind, Suhr qualified his previous statements. 
During an appearance on KOED’s Forum last July 
nittp:/Avw2.kqed.org/news/2Qit;/07/n/sfpd-chief-greg-suhr- 

responds-to-long-list-of-issues-facing-department) . the chief 
said Perez Lopez “came at the officers with the knife, and then 
the officers fired and he turned away, which would explain not 
all of the rounds going in the front.” 


A 3-D rendition of gunshot trajectories provided by civil attorneys for 
Perez Lopez's parents. 
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“At the scene that night, the discussion was of Amilcar Lopez moving forward,” Suhr clarified in February. “Later on, in 
discussions with the officers, there was discussion that he turned to go after the man that he was originally pursuing with a knife! 


Officers Craig Tiffe and Eric Reboli, who shot Perez Lopez that night, have long since returned to duty. Perea said in a recent 
interview that both officers are still assigned to Mission Station. He declined to say whether Tiffe and Reboli had returned to the 
plainclothes unit, though, citing concerns for the safety of his officers. 


He said in the past year Mission Station’s plainclothes unit added a supervisor, and it now consists of two supervising sergeants 
and 10 officers. 

SFPD’s Attempted Interviews 


Meanwhile, the district attorney’s investigators conducting their own investigation pursued a lead of the two roommates who 
were rumored to have seen the shooting. 


“I know what happened,” one of the roommates said in a recent interview, speaking in Spanish and on condition of anonymity due 
to what he says is his fear of retaliation from police. “I saw things happen really clearly.” 

He says, for the same reason, that he and the other man were afraid to talk to Police Department investigators, and they made a 
pact not to do so without an attorney. 
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SFPD Officer Craig Tiffe at a protest outside Mission Station on Aug. 23, 2015 (Drago Renteria/EI 
Tecolote) 

That frustrated the Police Department’s homicide investigation, according to declarations filed by three SFPD officers in a federal 
wrongful death civil case brought by Perez Lopez’s family in Guatemala. The officers wrote that the roommates changed their 
stories and evaded questions. 

Sgt. Anthony Ravano declared that he spoke with two roommates the night of the shooting, and that they stated they had not seen 
the shooting, but only heard gunshots. 

When Lt. Daniel Dedet and Ravano tried to follow up, one of the men said an attorney told them to say nothing, and the other 
wched by phone evaded questions, hung up and didn’t return a phone message. 

“In summary, both roommates have refused to cooperate with the SFPD investigation after speaking with civil attorneys for Mr 
Perez Lopez’ family,” Ravano wrote. 

Attempts to reach Abraham Perez were unsuccessful. Civil attorneys for Perez Lopez’s family say he told them in an interview that 
Perez Lopez was simply running from the plainclothes officers when they started shooting, and he likely didn’t know the men 
were police. 

DA Pursues Testimony 

Near the end of last year, District Attorney George Gascdn started pushing for interviews with the roommates, according to 
Florencia Rojo and the Rev. Richard Smith. The district attorney’s office declined to comment for this report, citing an open 
investigation. 

Smith said Gascdn called him last fall. 

“He said, ‘This has the markings of a bad shooting and I absolutely have to get the eyewitnesses in here and get their testimony,’ ” 
Smith said, adding that Gascdn said he could arrest the witnesses, but he’d prefer them to speak voluntarily. “He said T have to 
have these eyewitnesses in order to make a case.* ” 
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The family of Amilcar Pere? Lopei received his body In Guatemala on April 6, 201S. (Courtesy of attorneys 
for Amilcar Perez Lopez's family) 

Rojo said she got a similar phone call from Gascdn. She, Smith and others worked to help the men overcome fears of immigration 
enforcement and the trauma of seeing their friend shot dead by police. 


“There was a lot of fear and a lot of hesitation,” Rojo said. “When your trust in the police and law enforcement and the people who 
are supposed to protect you and keep you safe is broken, speaking out is very scary.” 


Advocates Scramble 

A network that included Smith and Rojo worked to secure an immigration attorney for the men, who are both living in the U.S. 
illegally. The attorney, Laura Sanchez, said she is in the early stages of pursuing a special visa for witnesses or victims of violent 
crime. Their visa petition, however, involves a crime unrelated to the Perez Lopez shooting, she said. 


“I think finding representation made them feel a lot more comfortable and secure talking openly about what they had seen,” 
Sanchez said. Generally speaking, she said people in the U.S. unlawfully “are afraid to come forward because they fear some 
authority will let immigration know of their whereabouts.” 


The stress weighed heavily on the roommate, who spoke recently for this report. He said he's often had trouble sleeping. 

“I felt the need to talk because I felt like I was dying inside,” he said in Spanish. “1 was feeling terrible because I felt like justice 
wasn't being done. I'm not well psychologically. It's hard when you see somebody who you love get killed.” 


On Dec. 7, Rojo accompanied the man to a dinner meeting with Elvira and Refugio Nieto, the parents of Alejandro Nieto, who was 
shot and killed by San Francisco police officers in 2014. 



6 of 10 


SFDPA-0134-15 -000220 

05/04/2016 11:11 AM 











How a Witness to Fatal S.F. Police Shooting of Amilcar Perez Lopez... http://ww2.kqed.org/news/2016/05/04/how-a-witness-to-fatal-s-f-poli... 








Confcrence, 03 web-i.[pg) 


Refugio and Elvira Nieto, whose son, Alejandro Nieto, was fatally shot by SFPD In March 2014, attend a 
press conference on April 24, 2015, where attorney Arnoldo Casillas announced that a federal civil rights 
lawsuit was being filed against SFPD for the shooting death of Amilcar Perez Lopez. (Alexis Terrazas/El 
Tecolote) 

The Nietos explained the process their son’s case had followed, and they encouraged the roommate to come forward, they said in 
an interview on April 25. 


“That’s when I told him not to worry, not to worry and not to be afraid,” Elvira Nieto said in Spanish. “You could see he was in 
despair and by his way of speaking, you could tell he was very nervous. But he talked about how they shot him [Perez Lopez] in the 
back.” 

I Nietos said they told Perez Lopez’s roommate that if more witnesses had come forward in their son’s case, and earlier, 
perhaps they would have seen a different result. Gascdn cleared the officers fhttps://ww2.kqed.org/news/2Qi<;/o2/n/sf-district- 
attorney-police-acted-lawftiUy-in-meto-shooting) who shot Alejandro Nieto of criminal wrongdoing in early 2015. 

The DA found that four officers who fired a combined S 9 gunshots at Nieto reasonably believed the object he carried and allegedly 
pointed at them was a firearm. The officers discovered after fatally shooting Nieto that he had a Taser stun gun. 

“If they treat this case the same way they treated Alejandro’s, the same thing will happen,” Refugio Nieto said. He said his son’s 
case shows an unfair bias in favor of police officers in both the criminal and civil systems. “Alejandro, he is gone, but now we’re a 
symbol of the community, to help others and understand the upcoming process. Amilcar’s case is the one that is next.” 


Statements at the Church 


About a week later, the advocates brokered a meeting between Perez Lopez’s former roommates and DA’s investigators in Richard 
Smith’s church. Florencia Rojo sat in on the four-hour interview with the men. 

One of them recounted the night Perez Lopez was killed in an interview April 28. 


He said he ran outside after another roommate told him Perez Lopez had come into the flat and grabbed a knife. 


, wanted to stop any kind of trouble Amilcar was going to get himself in,” he said. “We saw him walking toward us calmly.” 


The former roommate was about two doors north of Perez Lopez, standing at the edge of his house’s entry and the sidewalk, when 
he saw two larger figures emerge from the darkness behind his friend. 
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How a Witness to Fatal S.F. Police Shooting of Amilcar Perez Lopez... http://ww2.kqed.org/news/2016/05/04/how-a-witness-to-fatal-s-f-poli... 
“One of them tried to grab him from behind, without saying anything,” he said. 


But Perez Lopez squirmed free and ran toward the street, between two parked cars. 


“They said ‘Drop the weapon,’ ” then both officers fired almost immediately,” the man said. “I don’t know if he even got a chanc 
to drop it, but when the first shot was fired, he dropped the knife. I heard the shot, and when I saw that, I felt my legs go weak.” 



Perez Lopez was running into an empty street, the roommate said, neither a threat to officers nor anyone else. 


“They didn’t even talk to him,” he said. “They just shot him.” 

The roommates’ statements prompted DA’s investigators to descend back onto Folsom Street in late December, according to 
Smith and others in the neighborhood, interviewing dozens more people. Since then, the small community of former friends, 
family and their advocates have been awaiting Gascdn’s decision. 

Suhr has pledged to effectively end uses of deadly force against people with weapons other than a firearm, and the department 
continues to expand de-escalation and anti-bias training. 

But even as the department makes those moves, it’s confronted by fresh controversies fhttps://ww2.kqed.org/news/2Qi6/04/u 
/time-and-distance-central-to-controversy-over-san-franciscos-latest-fatal-police-shooting ). On April 7 , two officers shot and 
killed (https://ww 2 .kqed.org/news/ 2016 / 04 / 07 /off 1 cer-involved-shooting-in-s-f-s-mission-districO Luis Gongora, another Spanish¬ 
speaking man allegedly wielding a knife, in the Mission District. As in the Amilar Perez Lopez case, some witnesses have 
contradicted the police account of the incident, which the department says occurred after Gongora lunged at officers. 


Alexis Terrazas is editor-in-chief of Mission District neighborhood newspaper El Tecolote. Alex Emslie and Nicole Reinert are reporters for 
KQED News. 
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SFPD cover-up exposed in Amilcar Perez-Lopez killing - Liberation... 


https://www.liberationnews.org/sfpd-cover-up-exposed-the-mission-ri... 


Perez-Lopez were exposed at a press conference in City 
Hall on Friday. 

Attorney Arnoldo Casillas revealed an independent 
autopsy report as part of a federal lawsuit against Suhr 
and SFPD showing that Amilcar was running away from 
undercover officers Craig Tiffe and Eric Reboli, who 
grabbed him from behind outside of his home in the 
city's Mission District and then shot him six times: four 
bullets in the back, one in the arm, and one to the back 
of his head 



Autopsy photos ?liov*n m ftoiii ofilu* 
pulin' st nr 1611 


This explicitly contradicts the repeated allegations of 
Chief Suhr, who embraced a commonly used tactic of painting the victim of 
police violence as an aggressive "thug," stating that not only was Amilcar 
attempting to steal another man's bicycle, but that when undercover officers 
approached him, Amilcar raised a knife over his head and charged the 
officers, forcing them to fire. Not only was there no altercation happening 
when the English-speaking undercover officers approached native Spanish 
speaker Amilcar, but he was also unarmed as he fled for his life, which is 
confirmed by eyewitness accounts ignored by SFPD. 


"Someone charging at you with a knife held high doesnt get shot in the back 
of the head," Casillas explained. 


Chief Suhr took the lies of his department to the next level by attempting to 
drum up sympathy for the officers in a recent interview with local news 
affiliate KQED, where he diverted questions about Amilcar's case to say that 
the families of the officers were very upset. The racism shown by SFPD in 
Amilcar's murder is obscene. 


Amilcar’s family appeared via Skype during the press conference to plead for 
justice. They are the ones bearing the brunt of this murder, as Amilcar came 
to the U.S. to work so that he could provide electricity to their home in 
Guatemala. Amilcar was working multiple construction jobs where he was 
known as hard-working and compassionate, and was loved by those in the 
community that knew him. 

In light of the attempted cover-up by SFPD, the Mission community and 
others enraged by yet another police killing of an unarmed person of color 
mobilized to send a message that the people demand justice. Hundreds 
gathered at the site of Amilcar's murder on Folsom street for a vigil Friday 
night. 


The ceremony started with a ritual dance by the Danzantes, who then led a 
march down 24th street onto Mission street, where onlookers in the 
community connected to the message of the protest in the wake of 
increasing national attention paid to police brutality, prompting some to join 
the march on its way to the Mission Police Station. Florencia Rojo of the 
Justice4Amilcar Coalition and Frank Lara of ANSWER (Act Now to Stop War 
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and End Racism) Coalition led chants of “Six shots to the back, we say fight 
back!” and "How do you spell racist? SF-P-Dt” as the march gathered steam. 

Do 2 ens of cops blocked the entrance to the Mission station as protestors 
rallied outside. A diagram from the independent autops y was displayed 
behind those who spoke. Pastor Michael McBride reflected that, “the only 
difference between the recent case of Walter Scott in South Carolina and 
this case is we have no video. But now we have an autopsy report and we 
have witnesses.” 

Another attorney from the legal team tied AmilcaCs murder to the rapid 
gentrification of the Mission District and the fires that have driven 
low-income families and local businesses out of the city. "Amilcar was being 
evicted. How about the 150 people who are now homeless? Their landlords 
had no smoke detectors, no alarms. Now the/re going to be rewarded, they 
can build high-rises. We will not allow that treatment to continue,” the 
attorney stated. He went on to say that, “in March of this year the 
population of California became thirty-nine percent Brown. The plurality in 
this state is now Brown. It's no coincidence that Alex Nieto was Brown. It's 
no coincidence that Amilcar is Brown. There is an attack on the Mission 
District. There is an attack on Brown people." 

The parents of Alex Nieto were present at the demonstration, and have 
courageously stood in solidarity with Amilcar Perez-Lopez and in defense of 
the Latino community that faces gentrification and racist police violence. 

Alex Nieto was murdered by SFPD last year in the nearby Bernal Heights 
neighborhood. Oscar Salinas of the Alex Nieto Coalition described a 
community emboldened in the wake of police murders. "To SFPD and to 
Chief Suhr, you guys are liars, and we know you're liars. We come here 
educated, using the legal system against you, because we’re not stupid,” said 
Salinas. 

The two undercover officers involved in AmilcaCs racist murder remain on 
active duty despite the clear evidence proving their guilt. What must be said 
is that there Is no reform that will prevent police violence against the poor 
and working classes of San Francisco’s Mission District and elsewhere 
throughout the U.S., so long as the police remain the repressive arm of a 
state apparatus that works to prop up a ruling class of bankers, CEOs, and 
politicians. 

Unity among oppressed Black and Brown communities facing police terror, 
among workers fighting for a living wage, among women and LGBTQ people 
fighting for equality, and among the 99 percent of those not empowered 
within this capitalist system must be sought and used to implement a 
socialist system where the people control the state and work to eradicate 
inequality. When the police, the courts, and the government are controlled 
by a small group of wealthy elites, the people's needs are suppressed by the 
dictatorship of the rich. Justice for Amilcar Perez-Lopez, Michael Brown, Eric 
Garner, Walter Scott, and all victims of state terror is in the hands of the 
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people's movement seizing power. 
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Controversy / Crime / Homicide 

Amilcar Perez-Lopez: Mission District Residents 
Protest Police After Shooting of Young Immigrant Man 

Posted By Sarah St odder on Toe. Mar 3. 2015 at 6:53 AM 



Last week, police shot and killed 21-year-old Amilcar Perez-Lopez. a Guatemalan immigrant, escalating the 
already tense relationship between police and community members in the Mission District. Angry residents 
gathered outside a community hearing last night to draw attention to the Thursday night shooting near 24th 
and Folsom streets. 


Though the SFPD called the meeting in response to the shooting, the gathering, located at Cesar Chavez 
Elementary School, seemed to spiral out of the Department's control before it even began At a separate press 
conference held outside the school one hour before the police arrived, neighbors, teachers, and community 
organizers passionately defended Perez-Lopez, claiming the crime didn't go down exactly how police are 
saying it did. 


Witnesses have a different version of what happened when police shot and killed Perez-Lopez, community 
members say. 

According to police, Perez-Lopez was seen wielding a knife while allegedly trying to steal a bike from an 
unidentified man on Thursday night Two plainclothes officers stopped him, and ordered him to drop the 
knife When he failed to drop the weapon, both officers fired multiple rounds at him. killing Perez-Lopez 
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instantly. But community members say that Perez-Lopez had only just enrolled in English classes, and likely 
did not understand the officers’ command to drop the knife. 




Neighbors also argued that they have yet to find a witness to back up police claims that Perez-Lopcz was 
actually trying to steal the bike. In fact, they insisted, he had been trying to retrieve his phone, which the 
victim had allegedly borrowed from him. 


Those who knew Perez-Lopez also talked about his upstanding character. Eduardo Roman, who worked with 
Perez-Lopez in construction jobs for two years, said that he had been supporting his family in Guatemala, 
including three younger brothers. "Just two days before he was killed, he was talking about his dream to send 
them things, like toys and money," Roman said. "Why did they kill him? He was a nice guy, a hard worker, 
supporting his family." 


After sharing eyewitness accounts and chanting slogans, the protesters filed into the school auditorium for the 
official Town Hall meeting hosted by police. When SFPD Chief Greg Suhr began to explain the official version 
of Perez-Lopez’s shooting, he was interrupted by shouts of "Lies!” and "Mentiras!" 


Suhr referred to Perez-Lopez as the "suspect,” and community members shouted back, "He’s the victim! He 
has a name!” 


Suhr assured everyone that the officers involved in the shooting will be identified this Friday. Meanwhile, the 
incident is currently being investigated by police and the district attorney. 


Despite the chief s intention to placate the protesters, residents saw it as another sign of an armed and 
threatening presence in their community. One neighbor, seeing the officers guarding every comer of the 
meeting auditorium, muttered under his breath, ”M6s policias que gente." More police than people. 
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Chronicle of a death untold: why witnesses to 
killings of Latinos by police stay silent 

Amilcar Perez-Lopez was a 20-year-old Guatemalan immigrant shot to death by police officers who 
said he lunged at them with a knife. Eyewitnesses, after being ‘driven underground’, say he was 
running for his life 

Lee esto en espanol: 

Oliver Laughland in San Francisco 

Tuesday 2 June 2015 12.00 EOT 

O utside the Red Poppy Art House in San Francisco’s Mission district, a newly painted mural glows 
in the afternoon sun. Two of the men etched on the wall are instantly recognisable: to the right 
stands Eric Gamer, the unarmed black man killed by police in New York City; Michael Brown, the 
unarmed black teenager killed by police in Ferguson, Missouri, stands to the left. But framed in 
the middle is a face hardly anyone from beyond the streets of this historically working class area would 
have ever noticed. 


Amilcar Perez-Lopez was 20 years old when he was shot dead by two plain-clothed San Francisco police 
officers in February. An undocumented migrant and Guatemalan national, he is pictured at the bottom of 
1 the mural, his hands up, clutching a copy of Huey P Newton’s Revolutionary Suicide. 

He was killed two blocks away from the mural. The gallery’s owners heard the gunshots go off. 


Perez-Lopez was one of the 67 Latino people identified by the Guardian as killed by police so far this year. 
Like 58% of them, he carried no firearm; 25% were completely unarmed. Yet his death and those of all 
the other Latino 67 have failed to spark the kind of outrage seen after the deaths of Garner and Brown. 
Those who witnessed the event - also undocumented migrants - have been “driven underground”, 
lawyers tell the Guardian. 

Indeed, in five cases of Latino deaths identified by the Guardian’s investigative accounting of law 
enforcement-related deaths in the US this year, media reporting failed to even document the individual’s 
name. 


The manner of Perez-Lopez’s death varies according to which account you hear. The San Francisco police, 
long in the spotlight for unarmed killings and now for a barrage of racist text messages, have said 
Perez-Lopez was attempting to steal a bike and chased his victim down the street carrying a knife. When 
officers arrived, he lunged at them with a knife above his head, forcing them to shoot. 


But eyewitness testimony, some published for the first time by the Guardian, alongside forensic evidence 
produced by local attorneys working for Perez-Lopez’s impoverished family in Guatemala, have begun to 
tell a damningly different story: of a hard-working young man shot and killed while running away from 
the police. 


Tm in poor health, all these days have past since he left,” Perez-Lopez’s mother, Margarita Lopez, said in 
broken Spanish through tears on the phone from Chiquimula, south Guatemala. Just two months before 
he died, Amilcar had raised enough to pay for his family to have running water and electricity in their 
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small, wooden home for the first time. 

The neighbourhood block of 2800 Folsom Street, where Perez-Lopez lived in a small boiler room paying 
$300 a month in rent, remains in mourning and shock, hoping that his bloody death will not be one 
without meaning. 

Two officers with a history of violence, one bike and the man who never got away 



“It was just like a split second. It was just so fast,” said “Maria”, sitting on the porch of her family home 
on Folsom Street, which overlooks the site where Perez-Lopez was gunned down outside his apartment. 

Maria would not give her real name for publication, and has not spoken publicly before about what she 
saw. “A lot of people don’t want to say nothing. They’re afraid of the police,” she said. 

It was around 9 . 45 pm on 26 February, Maria told the Guardian, and Perez-Lopez was standing on the 
road “talking” with another man, later named as Abraham Perez, who was not from the Mission and who 
alleged Perez-Lopez had stolen his bike. By this point, according to police, a passerby who had left a 
nearby coffee shop had already made an emergency call. Two plain-clothed officers, identified as Eric 
Reboli and Craig TifFe, arrived shortly after. Maria turned away. 

Officers TifFe and Reboli were themselves named in a 2009 civil lawsuit alleging police brutality. The 
claimant, a Latino man named David Magana, argued that Four officers From the SFPD beat him “with 
their hands, fists, nightsticks” and “kicked him with their boots all over his body” aFter mistakenly 
identiFying him as a suspect, according to legal documents obtained by the Guardian. The case was later 
dismissed. 


By the the time she looked back again, only a Few seconds later, the officers had their guns drawn. She 
could not see Perez-Lopez at this point, indicating there was some distance between police and the 
20 -year-old. Maria looked away: “I got scared, and that’s when it started. The shots.” 


According to the police account delivered by San Francisco police chieF Greg Suhr at a town hall meeting 
three days aFter the shooting, Perez-Lopez was said to have lunged toward the officers with the kniFe 
overhead, having turned with a swiping motion before he was shot. Suhr was jeered by Furious residents 
at the meeting as he read From a prepared speech. 


But Perez-Lopez’s two roommates - both undocumented migrants - are reported to have witnessed the 
entire event. Both were uncontactable, but a short audio interview with one, conducted by a local 
advocacy group, described police jumping on Perez-Lopez from behind. 


“He didn’t realize they were police. When they tried to grab him, he got away. They told him to drop the 
weapon. He dropped the weapon on the sidewalk. After that, they shot at him.” 


Two people present at the time of the audio recording have verified its authenticity to the Guardian. The 
eyewitness is now in counselling, multiple neighbours and community advocates said. 

'Shot in cold blood’ 

A private autopsy commissioned by Perez-Lopez’s family attorney, and shared in full with the Guardian, 
supports the roommate’s account. It shows the 20 -year-old was shot six times from behind, four times in 
the back, once to the head and once in the right arm, a further indication he was running away. 


On Tuesday, the San Francisco medical examiner’s office told the Guardian it had carried out an official 
autopsy in March. A clerk at the medical examiner’s office said the case was still pending, with no cause 
of death yet attested to. 


“For the immigrant community, there is always a serious fear of having contact with authorities,” said 
Arnoldo Casillas, lead attorney for the Perez-Lopez family. “Especially for eyewitnesses when they see 
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somebody, like in Amilcar’s case, shot in cold blood. It drives them underground.” 

But another element of the case continues to perplex the veteran civil rights attorney. 

“I’ve always been surprised that when there are Latino deaths at the hands of police officers, that the 
groundswell of concern, of anger, of frustration doesn’t rise to the level that it does in some other 
shootings,” he said. 

Just six days before Perez-Lopez was killed, Ruben Garcia Villalpando, a 31-year-old Mexican national, 
was shot dead by police in Grapevine, Texas. He was unarmed and dashcam footage shows him 
advancing towards the officer who killed him with hands on his head after he is warned not to move. The 
father of four is shot dead off-camera; a grand jury later ruled the killing as a justified use of force. 

Ten days before Villalpando’s death, Antonio Zambrano-Montes, an undocumented Mexican migrant in 
Pasco, Washington, was shot dead after three officers opened fire opened fire 17 times. The 35-year-old 
was unarmed but had been throwing rocks at traffic. The incident was caught on cellphone video and 
shows Zambrano-Montes running away from police before he is shot. The case is still being considered by 
the county attorney. 

A month to the day before Perez-Lopez died, Jessica Hernandez, an unarmed 17-year-old, was shot 
dead by police in Denver. Police allege she failed to obey commands and drove a stolen vehicle towards an 
officer who opened fire, but an autopsy and witness accounts have contradicted this narrative. 

Despite smatterings of national press, none of these three cases received sustained coverage. 

A Guardian investigation has found that of the 67 Latino/Hispanic people killed by US police so far this 
year, a remarkable 25 % have been unarmed, compared with 1 5% of white people. 

“We’re not surprised by these numbers, and there is real recognition that the Latino experience with 
police has been underreported,” said Eric Rodriguez, vice-president of advocacy for the National Council 
of La Raza, the largest Hispanic civil rights group in the US. 

“People tend to think that anything that to do with immigrants is related to immigration reform. They 
stop thinking about us otherwise. We have many immigrants living in our community that are living 
civically and being harassed by police all the time.” 

Hundreds for rent, 14 calls to nowhere and one life cut short 

For Latino organisers in San Francisco, the death of Perez-Lopez gave rise to just the latest allegations of 
abuse and racism by the city police. Two officers resigned last month and six are facing dismissal after a 
slew of racist text messages sent between officers were discovered by federal investigators. 

Both officers involved in the Perez-Lopez shooting, Eric Reboli and Craig Tiffe, are already back on active 
duty. The San Francisco police department refused to comment on a detailed list of questions sent by the 
Guardian for this article, citing an “open investigation”. The San Francisco district attorney’s office, which 
is also investigating the death, had no comment. 

Those in the Mission who knew Perez-Lopez are still coming to terms with his death. Everyone used to 
joke, for example, that Eduardo Roman was like Amilcar’s older brother. Not just for their nine-year age 
difference, but because Perez-Lopez, weighing only 131 pounds and standing just over five feet tall, 
looked like a boy. 

Roman met Perez-Lopez two and a half years ago, after the then-17-year-old was released from an 
immigration detention centre in Arizona - he was detained for around four months - and came to San 
Francisco, a so-called “sanctuary city” where migrants enjoy greater legal protections. Perez-Lopez 
arrived in the city and could not speak a word of English nor much Spanish; he was fluent, instead, in an 
indigenous dialect from his village in the mountains surrounding the small city of Chiquimula in 
south-east Guatemala. 
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Roman said Perez-Lopez rarely spoke of his journey to the US, other than to say it was “really hard for 
him”. 

“He left Guatemala with $200 in his pocket. He took the buses up to Mexico. He worked in Mexico for two 
months, and then he just kept his thought, ‘I’m going to get to the United States.’” 

Perez-Lopez was homeless for his first weeks in San Francisco but soon met Roman, a Nicaraguan 
national, who helped get him a job at a local construction firm. The two spent almost every day together, 
working back-breaking shifts to install central heating systems around the city, and then taking more 
private construction jobs after they clocked off. They started early, at 5 am, and worked six day weeks. On 
occasion they would complete 22 -hour shifts. 

Kevin Born, the owner of Ashbury General Contracting and Engineering where Amilcar worked his day job 
remembers him as “a hard working, mild-mannered guy” who “never got into any confrontations”. 

“He was paying $300 rent to live on a cot in a boiler room. He didn’t even have a bed,” said Born. “One of 
the things he was most excited about was he had just found a new room and he was going to be able to 
buy his brothers and sisters presents that he could keep safe. This is the kind of guy, this is where his 
motivations were. How much more honorable could somebody be?” 

Neither Bom nor Roman were present at the time Perez-Lopez was killed. But they said his actions as 
described by police were out of character and simply didn’t match his diminutive physical stature. 

Bom was asked by the local coroner to identify Amilcar’s body after finding a payslip in his pocket. “He 
[the coroner] was describing the person he had in the office, ‘he looks like a boy’. He did, he looked like a 
child. The idea that he was lunging just didn’t make sense.” 

On the day after Perez-Lopez was killed, Roman arrived at his house to pick him up for work. He called 
him 14 times before realising something was wrong. He drove around the neighbourhood looking for his 
friend, again and again, until someone told him the news. He broke down in tears. 

“I loved him like he was part of my family,” Roman said. “He was like my brother. My short brother.” 
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PRESS RELEASE 


family of Guatemalan resident, Amilcar Perez Lopez, who was shot and killed by Mission 
district SFPD officers, will file a federal lawsuit exposing SFPD lies surrounding the police 
shooting. Family to announce plea for federal investigation. 

Mission District resident, Amilcar Perez Lopez, was shot and killed on February 26, 2015 by SFPD officers, Craig 
Tiffe and Eric Reboli. Immediately after the shooting, SFPD Chief Greg Suhr announced that one of the officers 
shot five times in self-defense because the suspect had lunged at him with a knife, and that the other officer 
shot once. After the SFPD's autopsy was performed and after being briefed by his investigators. Chief Suhr 
declared at a town-hall meeting that the Mission District shooting happened on a sidewalk as the officers were 
attacked by Amilcar Perez Lopez. Chief Suhr used a detailed diagram of the incident to memorialize the SFPD's 
official version of the shooting and declared that the officers acted in self-defense. 


The official version, however, is completely inconsistent with the physical evidence, the photographic 
evidence, and the eye-witness accounts collected by the attorneys representing Amilcar's family. 


The family of Amilcar Perez Lopez has undertaken an exhaustive investigation of the shooting. The family has 
conducted a private autopsy, has hired private investigators to conduct interviews of eye-witnesses, and has 
located contemporaneous post-shooting photographs of the incident. This evidence, and in particular the 
autopsy findings, unequivocally confirms that the officers were in no threat of any danger as Amilcar Perez 
lopez was not attacking the officers—but rather fleeing from the officers after having dropped the knife. 
Wlost importantly, this evidence unmistakably confirms that the killing of Amilcar Perez Lopez was absolutely 
unjustified. The physical evidence collected during the autopsy and the scene photographs confirm that the 
SFPD's official version, which was announced to the public by Chief Suhr, is a fabrication intended to shelter 
the shooting officers from prosecution. 

The family will share the findings of their autopsy and investigation at a press conference where they will 
repudiate the official police version. The family's attorneys will challenge Chief Suhr to recant his 
misrepresentations to the press and retract the accounts that make up the official version of the incident. The 
attorneys will share copies of the lawsuit and ask the US Department of Justice to conduct a criminal 
investigation into the shooting. Based on Chief Suhr's unashamed misrepresentations, the City and County of 
San Francisco cannot be trusted to conduct an honest and impartial investigation. 


At the press conference, Amilcar's parents will appear via Skype from Guatemala accompanied by their 
attorneys Arnoldo Casillas, Jonathan Melrod and Bill Simpich. Also joining them will be local community 
representatives from the Mission District and members of the clergy. 


Press Conference: 



Location: 

Date: 

Time: 


44 Montgomery Street, San Francisco - Lower Level Conference Room 
Friday, April 24, 2015 
11:00 AM 


Contact: Agustin Pradillo (323) 725-0917, apradilloffimorenolawoffices.com 
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Family of Guatamalan man shot and killed by SFPD 
plans to sue The City 

By Michael Barba @Mdbarba 
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Community members demand 
justice for man fatally shot 
by police 

By Bay City News 

Facts remain fuzzy in fatal 
police shooting of immigrant 
in Mission 
By Michael Barba 
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Frank Lara of the ANSWER Coalition spoke to those gathered outside a town hall meeting on March 3 over the 
death of Amilcar Perez-Lopez, who was shot by police. 


The family of a Guatemalan immigrant shot and killed by police early this year plan to file a 
civil rights lawsuit against The City, claiming the police fabricated a story “to shelter the 
shooting officers from prosecution.” 


Attorneys for the family are requesting a federal investigation into the February incident in 
the Mission district, where police said two plainclothes officers shot Amilcar Perez-Lopez six 
times in self-defense, killing him. Lopez is alleged to have lunged at officers with a knife. 


Attorneys Arnoldo Casillas, Jonathan Melrod and Bill Simpich claim their own investigation 
— which included an autopsy, eyewitness interviews and photographs — found Lopez never 
put the officers in danger. 
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Lopez “was not attacking the officers — but rather fleeing from the officers after having 
dropped the knife,” a statement from the legal team read. “This evidence unmistakably 
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confirms that the killing ... was absolutely unjustified.” 


On Friday, attorneys will ask Police Chief Greg Suhr to recant the police version of the 
incident. 
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